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DYNAMIC ADJUSTMENT OF THE FILE
FORMAT TO IDENTIFY UNTRUSTED FILES

RELATED APPLICATION DATA

This application is a continuation-in-part of, and claims
priority to, U.S. non-provisional patent application Ser. No.
13/419,345, filed Mar. 13, 2012, entitled “Seamless Manage-
ment of Untrusted Data Using Virtual Machines” the contents
of which are hereby incorporated by reference for all pur-
poses as if fully set forth herein.

This application is related to U.S. non-provisional patent
application Ser. No. 13/115,354, filed May 25, 2011, which
has a priority date of May 28, 2010, entitled “Approaches for
Securing an Internet Endpoint using Fine-Grained Operating
System Virtualization,” the contents of which are hereby
incorporated by reference for all purposes as if fully set forth
herein.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

Embodiments of the invention relate to the dynamic adjust-
ment of the format of a file to allow the trustworthiness of the
file to be ascertained by other parties.

BACKGROUND

Ensuring the security of Internet users and Internet con-
nected devices is one of the grand challenges facing us today.
The current state of affairs is very problematic, as our cyber-
security infrastructure is easily and routinely subverted by
cyber criminals, resulting in great economic loss. Every year
brings deeper and more complex dependence by society on
our cyber-infrastructure, and yet at the same time the cyber-
security problem only worsens as the capabilities of the
cyber-criminal mature. In effect, we are building mission-
critical dependence into virtually every aspect of human
activities on a cyber-infrastructure that is very insecure at its
core.

The prevailing school of thought on how to protect cyber-
infrastructures places great emphasis on the detection of
security vulnerabilities to anticipate how an attack will take
place. Once a vulnerability is detected, countermeasures are
enacted. This philosophy extends to how viruses and other
potentially malicious digital files are handled. Presently, there
are a variety of techniques for scanning digital files to deter-
mine whether any portion of the digital file matches a signa-
ture associated with a known virus or malicious code. Once
identified, such dangerous files are quarantined and appropri-
ate security measures taken. Unfortunately, due to an increase
in exploitation of file format vulnerabilities, attacks that
exploit relatively unknown vulnerabilities are becoming
more common.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Embodiments of the invention are illustrated by way of
example, and not by way of limitation, in the figures of the
accompanying drawings and in which like reference numer-
als refer to similar elements and in which:

FIG. 1 is an block diagram of the functional components of
one embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 2 is block diagram of the functional components
involved in exposing a restricted copy of the file system to
different UCVMs (and VVMs) according to an embodiment
of the invention;
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FIG. 3 is a flowchart illustrating the steps involved in a
UCVM obtaining a copy of a new user file maintained in the
file system stored elsewhere according to an embodiment of
the invention;

FIG. 4 is an illustration of instantiating a plurality of dif-
ferent virtual machines using different templates according to
an embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating the high level functional
steps of managing untrusted data according to an embodi-
ment of the invention;

FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating the steps of dynamically
adjusting a file format to indicate the trustworthiness of a file
according to an embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 7 is a block diagram of a system according to an
embodiment of the invention; and

FIG. 8 is ablock diagram that illustrates a computer system
upon which an embodiment of the invention may be imple-
mented.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

Approaches for dynamically adjusting the format of a file
to allow the trustworthiness of the file to be ascertained by
other parties are presented herein. In the following descrip-
tion, for the purposes of explanation, numerous specific
details are set forth in order to provide a thorough understand-
ing of the embodiments of the invention described herein. It
will be apparent, however, that the embodiments of the inven-
tion described herein may be practiced without these specific
details. In other instances, well-known structures and devices
are shown in block diagram form or discussed at a high level
in order to avoid unnecessarily obscuring teachings of
embodiments of the invention.

Client Description

Embodiments of the invention prevent malicious code,
introduced into a computer system, from compromising the
resources of the computer system through the use of dynamic
operating system (OS) micro-virtualization. A computer sys-
tem of an embodiment includes a number of independent
virtual machines (VMs) that each executes a full operating
system (OS). A block diagram of client 200 according to one
embodiment of the invention is shown in FIG. 1. The term
“client,” as broadly used herein, represents any type of Inter-
net endpoint or computer system capable of connecting to a
network and executing a virtual machine. Non-limiting, illus-
trative examples of client 200 include a PC, a laptop com-
puter, a tablet computer, a cell phone, a personal digital assis-
tant (PDA), and the like.

In an embodiment, client 200 may correspond to a server.
Thus, while use of the term “client” in other contexts might
exclude an interpretation that includes a server, as broadly
used herein, client 200 may be embodied on a wide variety of
machines, one example of such being a server. Thus, as the
Applicant may be his or her own lexicographer, as used
herein, the term client 200 expressly includes a server. For
example, non-limiting, illustrative examples of client 200
include a web server, an application server, a file server, a
RPD/x-Windows/SSH server, and a cloud server. Indeed,
implementing embodiments of the invention upon a server
may yield many benefits. The micro-virtualization techniques
employed by embodiments provide an efficient mechanism
for eliminating the risk of executing untrusted code and/or
interpreting untrusted data in accordance with different poli-
cies to manage such risk. As such, a device, such as a server,
which interacts with (a) numerous sources of untrusted code
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and/or data and/or (b) two or more corporate entities having
different policies towards managing the risk of untrusted code
and/or data, may benefit from embodiments of the invention.

Client 200 includes a number of virtual machines (such as
230, 240, 250, and 260, for example) that execute on hard-
ware 210 of client 200. The various VMs within client 200
may be used for separately executing processes associated
with different activities. One such VM, namely “VM0” (i.e.,
VMO 230 of FIG. 1), is secured so that VM0 may serve as the
root of trust with a guaranteed integrity. VMO0 may contain
core operating system 232 and one or more applications 234.
In the embodiment shown in FIG. 1, VMO is not accessible
over any network, such as the Internet. As shall be explained
below, VMO provides a secure environment in which operat-
ing system 232 and one or more applications 234 may execute
without risk of exposure to malicious code.

Other VMs, such as VMs 260, 262, 264, and 266 in FI1G. 1,
may be created, maintained, and destroyed on-demand using
a very efficient micro-virtualizing hypervisor 220. Using effi-
cient micro-virtualization techniques, the latency of starting
and stopping activities or applications which run in their own
VM in embodiments is very low, thereby providing a practical
user experience while employing full OS virtualization.

Embodiments address and overcome many disadvantages
experienced by modern general purpose computer systems
that execute code from different sources and of differing trust
levels; nevertheless, embodiments maintain compatibility
with current typical real-world usage of computer systems by
corporate and non-corporate users. This is so because any
activity which is not previously deemed trustworthy is per-
formed in a separate VM by certain embodiments, and so all
code which may be potentially malicious is executed in its
own VM that is destroyed after its immediate use is ended,
thereby preventing any malicious code from effecting any
lasting change to a computer system according to an embodi-
ment of the invention.

The Trusted Virtual Machine

VMO

In an embodiment of the invention, a special virtual
machine, referred to herein as “VMO0,” is created to be a
trusted and secure portion of a computer system. FIG. 1
depicts VMO0 230 according to an embodiment. To achieve the
property of being trusted and secure, VMO0 230 may be per-
manently disconnected from any network (i.e., VMO0 230 is
not connected to any local network or the Internet). Specifi-
cally, VMO0 230 may not contain any type of networking stack,
such as a TCP/IP network stack, and may not possess or have
access to any networking hardware that could allow for com-
munication between VMO 230 or any applications 234
executed thereby and the Internet. Thus, the only way to
install software onto VM0 230 may be to have physical cus-
tody of client 200 and manually install the software on VMO0
230. Note that a client may contain any number of VMO0
virtual machines. While FIG. 1 depicts an embodiment com-
prising a single VM0, other embodiments may comprise two
or more VMOs.

In certain embodiments, one or more applications 234
executing within VMO0 230 do not have any access to a net-
work, must be fully self contained in their functionality, and
must rely only on local code and data for all their functional-
ity. All applications that need to access the network will
therefore need to run in a separate virtual machine outside of
VMO 230, as shall be described in further detail below. It is
envisioned that the software (such as one or more applications
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234) running in VMO 230 be selected at the time client 200 is
manufactured or first configured for use in a controlled envi-
ronment. Because VMO0 230 is never connected to any type of
network, such as a TCP/IP network, all common types of
network initiated attacks cannot be waged against VM0 230,
thereby rendering VMO0 230 immune to such attacks and safe
as compared to any computer or VM that is connected to the
Internet. Also, in an embodiment, VM0 230 may execute a
different type of operating system than used by UCVMs
(discussed below) in client 200. In this way, VM0 230 would
be immune or resistant from attacks that typically affect the
guest operating systems running in the UCVMs of client 200.

In an embodiment where hypervisor 220 is a Type 2 hyper-
visor, when client 200 is booted, only VMO0 230 is started by
the BIOS or firmware of client 200. Once VM0 230 is run-
ning, VMO0 230 can start hypervisor 220 immediately or on
demand. In another embodiment, where hypervisor 220 is a
Type 1 hypervisor, hypervisor 220 is first started by the BIOS
when client 200 is booted and VMO 230 is launched by the
hypervisor 220. Hypervisor 220 is a software component that
is responsible for creating other VMs which each execute
independent instances of the operating system. These addi-
tional VMs are instantiated by VMO 230 and/or hypervisor
220 to run any untrusted code or code that needs to access the
network. Untrusted code in this context is any code which has
not been pre-approved as being trusted by an I'T administrator
of client 200. The additional VMs are started “silently”” and
automatically by client 200, e.g., these VMs are started trans-
parently to the user and without the user having to do anything
explicit (note that a user may still manually initiate the cre-
ation ofa VM in certain embodiments). These additional VMs
are also not explicitly visible to the user; instead, all the user
sees on the desktop is familiar objects (such as icons, win-
dows, and applications) without any indication that multiple
VMs are executing in client 200. Embodiments of the inven-
tion follow rules that govern what application activities are
assigned to which particular VM. These rules are described
below in greater detail.

In another embodiment (not depicted in FIG. 1), VMO0 230
may have a networking stack that is firewalled off from the
network using well-tested firewall software, thereby allowing
VMO 230 to have access to a computer network. Such an
embodiment may only allow connections with a specific
Internet system so that the software inside VMO0 230 may be
updated from a designated update server. For example, the
firewall software may only allow VMO0 230 to connect to one
or more servers associated with the I'T administrator of client
200 and may prevent VMO0 230 from establishing a connec-
tion with any other endpoint on any network.

In an embodiment, VMO0 230 may communicate with other
components of client 200 using secure channels. For
example, VMO 230 may communicate with other entities in
client 200 using a shared memory channel mediated by a
hypervisor. Thus, VMO0 230 is not isolated from the remainder
of client 200, but nevertheless, processes and data within
VMO 230 are resistant from external attacks.

Interaction with an User Interface

All code responsible for generating a user interface (UI)
not associated with an application may be maintained in VM0
230. Consequently, all Ul interaction activity with the desk-
top between a user and software executing on client 200 may
take place between the user and VMO0 230, which maintains a
unified desktop for all applications running in all VMs. Inter-
action between the user and applications running in VMs
other than VMO0 230 takes place indirectly via VMO0 230. For
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example, when the user enters a password for a web site
whose browser and HTML/Javascript code is running in an
untrusted VM, the password is first directly provided to VMO0
230, which then transfers the information to the untrusted
VM. Furthermore, the untrusted VM’s display is rendered on
to a virtualized display, which is then composed into the VMO0
230 desktop (as appropriate) by controlling code running in
VMO 230. As code executing in VMO 230 is trusted, the user
may trust any user interface controls displayed on a screen
since all code responsible for rendering the user interface is
trusted.

This approach is quite different from prior systems where
often the code that controls the full desktop experience is
untrusted. Consequently, if the code responsible for generat-
ing the user interface is corrupted by malware, then the user
interface may be used as a tool to deceive the user. For
example, malware may cause a user interface control to be
displayed that requests the user to submit an authentication
credential which will be used for improper purposes by the
malware. However, this problem is overcome by embodi-
ments of the invention—since all code responsible for ren-
dering user interface controls executes in VMO0 in an embodi-
ment, malware is prevented from hijacking or corrupting
Ul-rendering code.

The Legacy Virtual Machine
LVM

FIG. 1 depicts a legacy virtual machine (LVM) 240 accord-
ing to an embodiment of the invention. LVM 240 may contain
operating system 244. LVM 240 serves as the primary entity
being managed by the I'T administrator of client 200. As such,
LVM 240 provides an environment that is analogous to the
managed enterprise OS of corporate computer system in that
an [T department may install and maintain various enterprise
applications within operating system 244 of LVM 240. In an
embodiment, operating system 244 of LZVM 240 may corre-
spond to a Microsoft Windows OS or any other general pur-
pose OS such as Linux or MacOS.

In an embodiment, LVM 240 is responsible for storing the
main file system 242 of client 200. File system 242 may
contain the user’s profile folder containing the user’s settings
and files.

LVM 240 typically only runs infrastructure OS programs
and programs that are used for the purpose of managing client
200 and trusted enterprise applications. Other user programs
(especially those that involve external components or con-
sume untrusted data) do not run in LVM 240, but instead, run
elsewhere in separate VMs (such as a UCVM as described in
more detail below).

In an embodiment, the network access of LVM 240 is
restricted to just the corporate network as implemented by
firewall VM 250. Firewall VM 250 is a specialized virtual
machine that comprises firewall software/applications to
restrict network access of VMs running in client 200 to appro-
priate and/or necessary network access points. Such practice
is consistent with the need for only the responsible IT admin-
istrator to be capable of connecting to LVM 240 to manage
LVM 240 and processes executing therein.

In one embodiment, LVM 240 and VMO0 230 may be imple-
mented in a single virtual machine.

Untrusted Code Virtual Machine

UCVM

When a user wishes to run any application that requires
access to either a network or untrusted data (untrusted data is
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any data that originates from outside client 200), the applica-
tion is run inside a dedicated VM that is created on-demand by
hypervisor 220. This dedicated VM is called an Untrusted
Code Virtual Machine (or UCVM). FIG. 1 depicts several
UCVMs, namely UCVM 260, 262, 264, and 266. A UCVM
operates under the assumption that, in general, any code that
connects to the network and interacts with arbitrary code
executing on an external device may at some point be com-
promised. This assumption also applies to trusted applica-
tions that interact with data originating from outside the com-
puter system executing the trusted application, because such
data may, at some point, contain embedded malicious code.
To address such possibilities, such applications are executed
in a UCVM to prevent any malicious code, inadvertently
introduced into the UCVM, from having the capacity to affect
any change outside of the UCVM.

In an embodiment, a UCVM is created by (a) cloning a
copy of LVM 240, or a stripped-down version of LVM 240, in
memory and (b) providing access to a restricted file system to
the newly created UCVM. For example, UCVM 260 com-
prises restricted file system 260A, UCVM 262 comprises
restricted file system 262A, and UCVM 264 comprises
restricted file system 264A. Each UCVM possesses its own
instance or copy of the operating system, which is isolated
and separate from the main operating system (including its
code and data) executing within VMO0 230 or LVM 240. For
example, UCVM 260 comprises operating system 260B,
UCVM 262 comprises operating system 262B, and UCVM
264 comprises operating system 264B.

To provide a low latency user experience, UCVMs may not
be booted from scratch each time an application is needed to
be started. Instead, a UCVM may be created very quickly by
cloning the UCVM from a template VM (with a booted OS)
that has been pre-loaded in memory at system boot time. In an
embodiment, the template used to clone a UCVM may be
selected from templates 238 stored in VMO 230. A variety of
techniques can be employed to make this cloning operation as
fast as a few 100 milliseconds. Multiple types of templates
may be used by a system to create UCVMs depending the
nature and type of application(s) to be run inside the UCVM,
as discussed in greater detail below in the section entitled
“Cloning a UCVM from a Template.”

Cognitive assist module 236 is software that is responsible
for implementing the rules and policies of embodiments as
well as helping the user of client 200 in understanding and
navigating the security model employed by client 200 on an
as-needed basis. Cognitive assist module 236 helps decide
what activities run in which UCVMs, including when VMs
are created or destroyed, and what kind of access to network
and file system resources each UCVM has. Cognitive assist
module 236 also helps protect the user, e.g., when a user is
fooled by malware running in a UCVM and is in the process
of'providing some information that they have previously pro-
vided to enterprise code running in LVM 240 (for example a
password), then cognitive assist module 236 may detect this
situation and prevent the user from providing the information
(which may be secret corporate information) to the malware.

Regarding the restricted file system of each UCVM, each
UCVM has access to a private copy of a subset of the files in
file system 242 on client 200. A UCVM may only have access
to those files which the UCVM should need for the correct
operation of the application executing therein. For example,
user files are usually not required for correct operation of an
application executing in a UCVM and thus are not typically
exposed toa UCVM. On the other hand, ifa UCVM s created
as a result of the user wishing to edit a document using an
application, such as MS Word, then a copy of the document
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the user wishes to edit will be provided to the restricted file
system of the UCVM at the time the UCVM is created.
Advantageously, using UCVM 260 as an example, if a pro-
cess executing within UCVM 260 makes any changes to any
files in restricted file system 260A, then these changes do not
impact the files stored in file system 242 maintained in LVM
240 because such changes are only made to restricted file
system 260A maintained in the UCVM and are not propa-
gated, without express consent from the user, to file system
242 maintained by LVM 240.

In a typical use case of a UCVM, the UCVM may run a
local application or an individual web page session. When a
user is done running the local application or navigates away
from a web page to another page with a different Internet
URL domain, the corresponding UCVM is destroyed. Any
new local application or web application will be run inside a
brand new, separate UCVM that is cloned again from a clean
UCVM master template. Thus, if there has been any compro-
mise to the UCVM during the course of running some mali-
cious code that was introduced into the UCVM, then the
adverse affects of the security breach are isolated to only the
affected UCVM and are lost when the UCVM is destroyed.

For example, assume that a user double-clicks on a MS
Word document icon in Windows Explorer. Embodiments
create a special UCVM to run the MS Word process. In a
particular embodiment, cognitive assist module 236 of VMO0
230 may dynamically create the UCVM using a template in
one or more templates 238 or use a pre-existing template in
memory or on the disk. The template selected by cognitive
assist module 236 may be selected based on what activity is to
occur within the UCVM, i.e., the selected may be designed to
create a UCVM having characteristics that are optimal for
running a text editor therein. The created UCVM contains a
copy of the operating system as well as a restricted (local)
copy of the file system. This local copy ofthe file system in the
UCVM contains all the usual Windows and Program files;
however, the user’s profile folder in the local copy of the file
system contains only the single target MS Word document
being opened.

As another example, assume that three tabs are open in a
web browser and further assume that each tab is open at a
different web page. In consideration ofthe code which may be
contained or embedded on a web page, each web page may be
properly considered a web application. In embodiments of the
invention, the code responsible for rendering the user inter-
face (UI) of the web browser runs in VMO 230. On the other
hand, executable code for the three web applications runs in
three separate UCVMs. A core HTML/JavaScript engine runs
in each of the three UCVMs. A copy of the file system within
each of the three separate UCVMs does not contain any part
of the user’s files, as they are not required for the task per-
formed by each UCVM, namely displaying a web page. Thus,
each web application (or web page in this example) is com-
pletely isolated from the rest of the system.

In an embodiment, a UCVM may be connected to the
Internet according to an access policy determined by the
nature of the code running within the UCVM. To illustrate,
web pages are typically restricted as per a strict “same origin
policy” similar to the rules implemented by modern web
browsers. In the “same origin policy,” scripts running on web
pages are permitted to access methods and properties of other
scripts originating from the same site with no specific restric-
tions, but are prevented from accessing most methods and
properties across web pages on different sites. Untrusted
native applications running outside of the web browser are
restricted by default to be able to connect only to the domain
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from which the program was downloaded (and to specific
content delivery networks (CDNs) that may be in use by the
domain in question).

This level of network access for downloaded applications
can be explicitly changed (increased or decreased) by the
end-user to include additional sites on the Internet. End-user
control over what a UCVM can connect to may be subject to
certain limitations related to corporate networks and sensitive
web sites (such as a bank and web mail provider). For
example, any code running in a UCVM may not, in general,
access any site on a corporate Intranet to which client 200 is
connected. Applications that need to connect to the corporate
Intranet may need to be signed by the IT administrator of the
domain. Similarly, non-web untrusted application code in a
general UCVM may not connect to a web site associated with
a search engine or bank or other sites that may have been
previously identified as being “off limits.” These connections
can only be made through a web browser (which spawns
UCVMs bound to these special domains) or from a special
purpose LVM called aVVM, which described in further detail
below.

In an embodiment, there is no communication channel
available for an application running in one UCVM to com-
municate with an application running in another UCVM.
Thus, applications running in UCVMs are completely iso-
lated from each other and from the other applications in the
system. This is well suited for running downloaded third party
local applications which are generally designed to be self-
contained or for Internet applications (web pages are not
supposed to rely on any communication between applications
within the web browser). In an alternate embodiment, com-
munication between an identified set of virtual machines can
be enabled by a person with sufficient privileges, suchas an IT
administrator for client 200.

Firewall Virtual Machine

In an embodiment, the implementation of the network
access restrictions is done in a dedicated VM called a firewall
VM. FIG. 1 depicts an exemplary firewall VM 250 of an
embodiment. Firewall VM 250 runs an isolated operating
system with a dedicated and fixed set of firewall applications
that implement the network access policy for all VMs in client
200 (except perhaps VMO 230, which may not have any
network access). Firewall VM 250 may provide, to any virtual
machine running on client 200 in which untrusted code is
executed or untrusted data is being interpreted, restricted
access to only those network resources deemed necessary on
an as-needed basis in accordance with a policy described by
policy data stored on client 200.

In another embodiment of the invention, the firewall func-
tionality of the system may be co-located and implemented
inside either the hypervisor 220 of FIG. 1, or inside the LVM
240 of FIG. 1 (working in conjunction with the hypervisor
220 of FIG. 1), or inside VMO0 230 of FIG. 1 (working in
conjunction with the hypervisor 220 of FIG. 1).

Validated Virtual Machines
VVMS

UCVMs are not appropriate to run local applications that
interact heavily with each other using local APIs such as
COM, as typically there is no communication channel avail-
able for an application running in one UCVM to communi-
cate with an application running in another UCVM. Embodi-
ments may employ one (or more) special UCVMs called a
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Validated Virtual Machine (VVM) for the purpose of running
relatively trusted local applications that have complex inter-
actions between the applications. Such complex interactions
are common in enterprise frameworks containing multiple
applications, such as Microsoft’s Office Suite and IBM’s
Lotus Notes.

FIG. 1 depicts an exemplary VVM 266 of an embodiment.
Note that while FIG. 1 depicts a single VVM for ease of
explanation, other embodiments of the invention may employ
two or more VVMs or no VVMs based upon the particular
needs of the user and/or policies of the organization respon-
sible for or the owner of client 200.

Applications need to be signed and configured for co-
location in the same VM by an administrator of client 200
before they can run in VVM 266. Inside VVM 266, signed
applications can interact with each other using all types of
APIs and frameworks supported by the OS being used. In an
embodiment, the default network access policy of a VVM is
to allow access to a corporate network only. The IT adminis-
trator may increase or decrease this level of access, subject to
certain restrictions.

In an embodiment, specific signed applications or suites
(groups of applications) that originate from a trusted source
(other than the enterprise) may also be designated to run
together in a particular VVM responsible for applications
originating from that source. For example, all non-corporate
applications that are signed by a specific vendor may be run
together in a single VVM. These applications would then be
isolated from corporate applications and general untrusted
applications, but not from one another. A specific network
access rule that is more permissive than the “same origin
policy” used for web applications and unsigned applications
may be used for a VVM. The restricted copy of file system
242 exposed to a VVM is similar to that exposed to a generic
UCVM in that the restricted copy of file system 242 exposed
to a VVM comprises only those files related to, or required
for, performance of the applications executing within the
VVM.

The Restricted File System Exposed to a VM

FIG. 2 is block diagram of the functional components
involved in exposing a restricted copy of file system 242 to
different UCVMs (and VVMs) according to an embodiment
of the invention. File System Switch 310 is software that is
configured to provide the newly created UCVM with access
to a copy-on-write clone of the OS image that the UCVM was
created from once the UCVM has started. The minimal oper-
ating system and program files 330 in the copy-on-write clone
may be created from either the corporate LZVM OS image 320
or a separate generic stripped down OS image 322 which may
be created by the IT administrator.

Furthermore, a newly created UCVM is provided a copy of
necessary user files 340, which are a subset of the user files in
file system 242. The composition of necessary user files 340
will be different for each user. The set of files comprising the
user files in file system 242 maintained in LVM 240 are
typically those files in the user’s home folder, e.g.,
c:\Users\<username>. The particular copies of files that are
provided to a particular UCVM as necessary user files 340 are
the minimum set of files that are needed by that UCVM to
accomplish what the user intended to do as captured when the
target application was being invoked. For example, if the user
double clicked on a specific MS Word file named ABC.docx
at the location c:\Users\<username>\Documents in the file
system 240 maintained in LVM 240, then necessary user files
340 would only include a copy-on-write clone of the ABC-
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.docx file and only this copy-on-write clone of the ABC.docx
file is made available in the virtual

c:\Users\<username>\Documents folder made visible to the
newly created UCVM running the MS Word application. If a
program (like MS Word) was started without any association
with a file, then necessary user files 340 would correspond to
an empty c:\Users\<username>\Documents virtual folder.

Any application running in a UCVM therefore only has
access to the particular set of user files provided explicitly by
the user when the program was invoked. Subsequently, if the
user wants to browse file system 242 for another file from
within the application (for example, by using the File->Open
menu item of MS Word), then he or she will see a restricted
user files directory.

To enable the user to select files from the user’s own User
Files folder in file system 242 maintained in LVM 240 using
an application executing within an UCVM, a user interface
may be provided to allow the user to browse his or her files in
file system 242, select one or more of the user files, and
expose a copy of the selected files to the appropriate UCVM.
For example, FIG. 3 is a flowchart illustrating the steps
involved in a UCVM obtaining a copy of a new user file
maintained in file system 242 according to an embodiment of
the invention. In step 410, a special file is provided to each
UCVM. The special file may be provided to the UCVM in a
number of different ways, e.g., the special file may be inserted
into each folder of the virtual C:\Users\<username> directory
provided to each UCVM. This special file may be named
something akin to “Show All My Files” or the like, as its
selection will be used to trigger exposing additional copy-on-
write clones of files stored in file system 242 to the UCVM.

In step 420, File System Switch 310 detects when the
special file is selected by the user. For example, when a
program executing within a UCVM browses to the special
file, presumably as a result of a user click, this action may be
trapped by File System Switch 310.

In step 430, File System Switch 310 invokes a dialog with
LVM 240 that allows the user to browse the full file system
242 maintained in LVM 240. The user may then select afile or
folder in file system 242. Note that at this stage, the user may
be granted read access to the full file system 242 for purposes
of selecting a file or folder, but the user is not granted write
access to file system 242. Therefore, the user is prevented
from modifying file system 242 maintained by LVM 240 in
any way.

In step 440, after the user selects a file or folder, a copy of
the selected file or folder is created. The copy of the selected
file or folder is then inserted into the restricted file system
associated with the UCVM. As a result of inserting the copy
of the selected file or folder in the restricted file system
associated with the UCVM, an application executing in the
UCVM may have read and write access to the copy of the
selected file or folder in the virtual file system, but is pre-
vented from effecting any change to the original copy of the
selected file or folder in file system 242 maintained by LVM
240.

The steps of FIG. 3 ensure that files in file system 242
maintained by LVM 240 are not visible to a UCVM without
explicit permission from the user. Malicious code running in
a UCVM, for example, cannot programmatically access files
in file system 242 in LVM 240. Further, malicious code run-
ning in a UCVM also cannot render a false user interface to
trick the user into unintentionally providing any user files to
the malicious code, since all code responsible for rendering
the user interface is maintained within VMO0 230, and thus,
unreachable by the malicious code.
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File System Switch 310 may be implemented in a variety of
ways. For example, in one embodiment, File System Switch
310 may be implemented by a network file system protocol
(NFS or CIFS may be used). A special VM (or LVM 240) may
be used as the OS serving the “User Files” shared file system.
Other VMs “mount” this shared file system using NFS or
CIFS (or another network file system) from the hosting VM.
Application software in the hosting VM may decide what files
are exposed to which VM based on instructions provided by
VMO 230.

In another embodiment, File System Switch 310 may be
implemented, in part, by a proprietary protocol for handling
communications between the different UCVMs and File Sys-
tem Switch 310. File System Switch 310, in such an embodi-
ment, may be implemented as part of a special VM orin LVM
240.

Cloning a UCVM from a Template

In an embodiment of the invention, every virtual machine
created in client 220 is instantiated using a template selected
from one or more templates 238 stored in VMO 230. In an
embodiment, each template in one or more templates is either
immutable or may be updated in a very controlled fashion.
Advantageously, virtual machines may be instantiated in this
fashion with requiring the booting of the virtual machine.

Each of one or more templates 238 may be used to instan-
tiate or create a virtual machine with different characteristics
or operational parameters. The characteristics or operational
parameters described by a template may be configured, tai-
lored, or suited for a particular context or type of processing
activity. For example, each template may specify what type of
code is to be run within a virtual machine created using the
template, a size of the virtual machine created using the
template, firewall settings for the virtual machine created
using the template, what type of virtual machine (for
example, a VVM, UCVM, or a LVM) is the be created using
the template, how changes to a local file system within the
virtual machine created using the template are to be persisted,
and what portion, if any, of the network can a virtual machine
created using the template access.

One or more devices internal to client 200 or externally
connected to client 200 may interact with one or more pro-
cesses executing in a virtual machine within client 200. In an
embodiment, a template may assign responsibility for a
selected set of devices to a virtual machine created using the
template. In other embodiments, responsibility for a selected
set of devices may be assigned to a particular virtual machine
by virtue of policy data stored on client 200. Such policy data
may describe one or more policies provided to client 200 from
an owner or responsible organization of client 200. Policy
data of this nature may be maintained by VMO0 230 or LVM
240, for example, in certain embodiments.

In an embodiment, one or more templates 238 may be
arranged in a hierarchy such that there is a root node corre-
sponding to a template having a default set of characteristics.
The root node may have one or more child nodes, and each of
these child nodes may be associated with a template that
inherits the properties of the parent template, but contains
additional or changes properties associated with that child
node. Naturally, each child node may also have children, and
so the hierarchy of templates may be an arbitrary number of
levels deep, where each template inheriting characteristics of
its parent, but yet each template is capable of further defining
or changing characteristics that distinguishes the template
over its parent.
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Branches of the hierarchy of templates may be associated
with, or more particularly suited, different types of activity.
For example, certain templates may be associated with cor-
porate activity, and may therefore specify characteristics
related to virtual machines running corporate applications.
Similarly, certain templates may be associated with the user’s
personal application’s activity or Internet/Web related activ-
ity, and may therefore specify characteristics related to virtual
machines running the user’s own applications or Internet/
Web applications respectively.

FIG. 4 is an illustration of instantiating a plurality of dif-
ferent virtual machines using different templates according to
anembodiment of the invention. In FIG. 4, CVM-0 represents
a template that defines a virtual machine having characteris-
tics suitable for running a corporate application, PVM-0 rep-
resents a template that defines a virtual machine having char-
acteristics suitable for running a user application (non-
corporate), and WVM-0 represents a template that defines a
virtual machine having characteristics suitable for running an
Internet application. Other embodiments of the invention
may define a variety of other templates to define different
types of templates. In the example of FIG. 4, cognitive assist
module 236 in VMO0 230 may use CVM-0 to instantiate one or
more corporate virtual machines, such as CVM-1, CVM-2,
etc. Similarly, cognitive assist module 236 may use PVM-0 to
instantiate one or more personal (non-corporate) virtual
machines, such as PVM-1, PVM-2, etc., and cognitive assist
module 236 may use WVM-0 to instantiate one or more
web-based virtual machines, such as WVM-1, WVM-2, etc.
As depicted in FIG. 4, each instantiated UCVM connects to
an external network through Firewall VM 250. Cognitive
assist module 236 can either create these templates on
demand or create and store them while monitoring the usage
of the client.

Security Afforded by Embodiments

Embodiments of the invention provide a secure environ-
ment to prevent malicious code from affecting any lasting
change in a computer system. Arbitrary code (either a web
application or a native executable) runs inside an isolated
operating system running on an isolated virtual machine. This
code has no access to any other application (either a native
application or a web application) being run by the user
because those applications run in other operating systems
running in separate virtual machines. Moreover, arbitrary
code has access to only the specific part of the file system that
is needed for correct execution of the code. Access to addi-
tional parts of the file system has to be provided by code that
runs in VMO (which is secure and fortified against unautho-
rized intrusion) and any increased access needs explicit
authorization from the human user.

Specific trusted code that needs to interact in a complex
way with other applications may be explicitly designated to
run together inside the same designated VM. This type of VM
also has limited access to the file system.

All code and files have limited network access to just what
that code needs for its correct execution. All virtual machines
are created from templates stored in VMO0 which are either
immutable or can be updated in a very controlled fashion.
Consequently, if a security bug exists in a piece of code, the
effect of the security bug is isolated (“space limited”) because
the compromised code has access to only a limited part of the
file system, the network, devices, etc. Moreover, the effect of
the security bug is “time limited” because the virtual machine
that has been compromised will be subsequently discarded
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and a new virtual machine is created for future application
instances from a clean immutable VM template.

Using Policy Data to Manage the Deployment of
Virtual Machines

Embodiments allow code that originates from arbitrary
external sources to be safely executed by a client. In this way,
digital content of unknown trustworthiness may be safely
received and potentially executed and/or interpreted by a
client without incurring the risk that the digital content con-
tains malicious code that could cause undesirable conse-
quences.

The “digital content’ received by the client from an external
source may correspond to any type of digital data, such as
executable code or non-executable, interpreted data for
example. Since malicious code may be carried within certain
types of non-executable data and subsequently spread when
the data is interpreted by applications, embodiments treat all
incoming digital content as being capable of containing mali-
cious code, even if the digital content is not in a recognized
executable form. Non-limiting, illustrative examples of digi-
tal content include an “.exe” file, an application, a collection
of applications designed to run together, a portion of an appli-
cation, an email attachment, a slide presentation, a text docu-
ment, and a web page (which essentially is a portion of an
application, namely a web browser). Even though the email
attachment, the slide presentation, and the text document, in
and of themselves, are not executable files, embodiments of
the invention treat these forms of digital content as potentially
carrying malicious code.

To manage the risk posed by receiving digital content of
unknown trustworthiness, any digital content received by a
client s stored in one or more virtual machines. In an embodi-
ment, digital content received from an external source may
immediately be stored in one or more virtual machines upon
receipt. Alternately, digital content received from an external
source may be stored in an intermediate location, such as a
local cache, prior to storing the digital content in a virtual
machine.

While embodiments are configured to process all digital
content originating from an external source in a virtual
machine, the complexity of determining in which virtual
machine the digital content should be stored and how that
virtual machine should be configured is hidden from the user
whenever possible or appropriate. To accomplish this goal,
techniques are discussed herein for programmatically man-
aging a plurality of virtual machines on the client to accom-
modate the wide variety of use cases for receiving digital
content at a client. However, in some cases, explained in more
detail below, it may be appropriate to inform the user of
certain activity concerning a virtual machine, such as when
obtaining express permission from the user is advisable
before performing an action.

Certain sources of digital content are more trustworthy
than other sources. For example, the web site of a bank or
Fortune 500 company may be more trustworthy than the web
site of a smaller company or lessor known organization. Also,
applications may have different operating needs, e.g., certain
applications may be designed to work closely with other
applications or require access to network resources. Thus, in
an embodiment, the attributes of each virtual machine are
specifically tailored to reflect the type of digital content and/
or applications operating or stored therein.

To illustrate how one embodiment operates, when a client
determines that digital content, originating from an external
source, is to be received or processed by the client, the client
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may identify, without human intervention, one or more vir-
tual machines, executing or to be executed on the client, into
which the digital content is to be received. To do so, the client
may consult policy data, such as policy data 239 stored at
client 200 of FIG. 1, to determine a placement policy, a
containment policy, and a persistence policy used in identi-
fying the one or more virtual machines into which the digital
content is to be received.

The policy data may be used to specifically tailor the opera-
tion of each virtual machine to reflect the type of digital
content and/or applications operating or stored therein. The
placement policy identifies a particular virtual machine into
which the digital content is to be stored, the containment
policy identifies what network resources and client resources
the particular virtual machine can access, and the persistence
policy identifies whether data (or a part of it) stored in the
particular virtual machine is persistently stored. Naturally,
the placement policy, containment policy, and persistence
policy are, to a certain extent, intertwined, as the resources a
virtual machine may access and whether data stored therein is
persisted will affect what applications/digital content are
appropriate to reside therein.

In an embodiment, each of the placement policy, the con-
tainment policy, and the persistence policy may consider a
variety of different factors. For example, the placement
policy, the containment policy, and/or the persistence policy
may consider a historical record of use for the client in iden-
tifying a virtual machine. The evaluation of a policy may
involve consulting a historical record of how the client, or
applications running thereon, has been used. In this way, if a
particular action has been judged to be more safe (or less safe)
over a period of time, the manner in which the action is
handled by the policy may evolve over time. To illustrate, in
an embodiment, if a particular network resource, such as an
affiliate corporate web page, is demonstrated to be suffi-
ciently safe over a period of time, then this web page may be
processed using relaxed restrictions, e.g., by a web browser in
a virtual machine already handling another trusted web page
as opposed to instantiating a new virtual machine to handle
the affiliate corporate web page. On the other hand, if the
historical record of use demonstrates that an action involving
a particular network resource or client resource may pose
some risk to the client, then the policy may subsequently
handle this action more sensitively than before, e.g., by
assigning code to handle the particular network resource or
client resource in a dedicated virtual machine with restricted
access to client and network resources.

As another example of the types of factors which may be
considered by a policy, one or more of the placement policy,
the containment policy, and the persistence policy may con-
sider a current physical location of the client or to which
networks the client currently has access in identifying one or
more virtual machines which should be used to receive con-
tent. In this way, which networks are available to the client,
the IP address assigned to the client, the current location of the
client based on global positioning service (GPS) data, and the
current location of the client based on an IP address or which
networks are available to the client may all be considered
when determining which virtual machine should receive digi-
tal content and what restrictions should be placed on that
virtual machine. In this way, when the client is physically
located in an area deemed safe (such as a work office or
home), digital content received by the client may be handled
by a virtual machine having a set of lesser restrictions than
when the client is physically located in an unknown area.

As another example of the types of factors which may be
considered by a policy, one or more of the placement policy,
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the containment policy, and the persistence policy may con-
sider the proximity of the client to a wireless device, such as
a Bluetooth enabled cell phone. For example, if the client is
not within a configurable distance to the cell phone of the user
of'the client, then the client may receive digital content using
a set of greater restrictions, e. g., code executing in all virtual
machines may be denied access to certain client resources
and/or all network resources. Embodiments may determine
whether the client is within a configurable distance to a wire-
less device using a variety of different methods, such as
accessing the wireless signal strength between the client and
the wireless device.

In an embodiment, at least a portion of the policy data, used
in identifying one or more responsible virtual machines to
receive digital content, is obtained from a remote server after
the client determines that digital content is to be received
from an external source. In this way, policy data may be sent,
as needed, from an IT administrator to the client. The client
may treat any policy data already residing on the client in the
same manner as policy data retrieved from a remote server.
For example, when a user of the client performs an action, the
client may consult a remote server to see if the remote server
has any additional policy data regarding this action. Follow-
ing this procedure, an I'T administrator can maintain a high
level of control on how the client will manage virtual
machines running on the client. This enables the [T adminis-
trator to make adjustments to the security model followed by
the client in real-time. The client may interact with a human
operator at a remote location to obtain additional policy data
or may interact with a remote automated system, without
human intervention, to obtain the additional policy data. Note
that certain embodiments may be configured to consult a
remote server for policy data only when a certain configurable
action is taken. Therefore, in certain embodiments, the client
need not always contact a remote server to determine if addi-
tional policy data is available each time that the client is to
receive new digital content.

In an embodiment, the policy data may specify that the
virtual machine assigned to receive digital content can only
access a limited subset of the metadata properties for a client
resource or a network resource. For example, a virtual
machine may not be capable of determining what local wire-
less networks are available in the vicinity or whether the
network card of the client is of a particular type. In this way,
the amount and type of information exposed to a particular
virtual machine may be controlled to a fine level of granular-
ity.

Use of the placement policy, the containment policy, and
the persistence policy by certain embodiments will be dis-
cussed in further detail below.

Placement Policy

The placement policy identifies a particular virtual
machine into which the digital content is to be stored. The
particular virtual machine identified by a placement policy in
which digital content is to be stored may be an existing virtual
machine or a new virtual machine that has not yet been
instantiated. In the case where the placement policy specifies
that the digital content should be received by a virtual
machine that has not yet been instantiated, either the place-
ment policy itself or some other location in the policy data
will identify a template for use in instantiating the particular
virtual machine. The identified template will describe char-
acteristics of a virtual machine suitable for receiving the
digital content.
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The placement policy may weigh a variety of different
considerations in determining which virtual machine should
store the digital content so that the digital content may be
safely executed, interpreted, and/or processed. For example, a
placement policy of an embodiment may assign any file hav-
ing a certain name or certain attributes to a virtual machine
having certain characteristics. To illustrate, a placement
policy may indicate that all signed executable files from an
internal organization or company are to be assigned to a
virtual machine having a specified set of characteristics. As
another example, the placement policy may instruct untrusted
applications to execute in separate virtual machines so that
each untrusted application is isolated from other applications
and data of the client.

The placement policy of an embodiment may identifies a
plurality of classes of virtual machines, where each class of
the plurality of classes is associated with a different trust level
for external sources of digital content. Code executing in a
virtual machine cannot access external sources associated
with less trustworthy external sources of digital content. For
example, assume there are three classes of virtual machines,
where the first class of virtual machines is designed to run
web browsers accessing web sites of financial institutions and
email providers, the second class of virtual machines is
designed to run web browsers accessing web sites of Fortune
500 companies, and the third class of virtual machines is
designed to run web browsers accessing all other web sites. In
this example, a web browser executing in a virtual machine
that is associated with the third class cannot access any web
sites from Fortune 500 companies or financial institutions and
email providers. Similarly, in this example, a web browser
executing in a virtual machine that is associated with the
second class cannot access any web sites from financial insti-
tutions and email providers.

The placement policy of an embodiment may identify the
particular virtual machine into which the digital content is to
be received by observing application dependencies. Such a
policy recognizes that in some instances, it is helpful or even
necessary to execute certain applications within a single vir-
tual machine. For example, certain providers of software
applications may design their software applications do work
together or integrate with each other to a high degree. In this
case, it would be advantageous to have applications that are
designed to work together to run within a single virtual
machine. One way for the placement policy to make this
determination would be to ask the user whether an application
being installed is dependent upon another application already
installed at the client to ensure that both applications may be
run in the same virtual machine. While this does expose the
notion of a virtual machine to the user, a user need only make
a decision of this nature when an application is installed on
the client, and thus, this decision may be made by IT admin-
istrators or other knowledgeable personal rather than relying
upon the end user of the client to make such a decision.

Alternatively, determining whether an application being
installed is dependent upon another application may be made
programmatically by examining the dependencies during the
installation of that application. For example, during the instal-
lation of application A, the install process may check if mod-
ule B is already installed or may require that module B
already by installed. In this example, the placement policy
may determine then that application A has a dependency with
module B and may therefore allow application A to run in
same virtual machine as module B.

To illustrate another example, it is initially noted that there
need not be a one to one correspondence between a web
browser and a web page. For example, a web browser may
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comprise many tabs, and each tab may display a different web
page. In addition, each web browser may have a variety of
different plug-in and/or associated programs which may be
treated as or considered a separate application. Since a web
browser may display multiple web pages of varying trust
levels, it is desirable to accommodate a web browser having
multiple tabs without requiring that the web pages displayed
by each tab reside in the same virtual machine. For example,
if a web page contains malicious code, then it would be
beneficial to execute it in a different virtual machine from the
virtual machine containing the web page of your bank. There-
fore, in an embodiment, the placement policy may specify
that web page of certain sources should be received in a
separate virtual machine. While the user may see a single web
browser having two tabs, on the back end this may be imple-
mented in two separate virtual machines that each execute a
copy of the web browser and possess one web page to be
shown in associated with one tab of the web browser. A
practical implementation of web page placement may use a
VM per web-site placement policy.

These are merely examples of how a placement policy may
be implemented. It is contemplated that actual implementa-
tions of a placement policy will be configured based upon the
particular needs and concerns of the end user. The contain-
ment policy of certain embodiments will now be presented in
greater detail.

Containment Policy

The containment policy identifies what network resources
and client resources a particular virtual machine can access.
Network resources, as broadly used herein, refers to any
resource that is external to the client while client resources, as
broadly used herein, refers to any resources that is internal to
the client. A client resource may include any device, compo-
nent, and/or data residing on or accessible to the client, such
as a digital camera, a network interface card, a digital clock,
the current time, files, pictures, and email.

The containment policy is used to ensure that code running
within a virtual machine has access to only those resources
deemed necessary for normal and intended operation. For
example, email attachments should not need access to the
Internet (generally speaking), and so they should be opened in
avirtual machine that is configured such that it does not have
access to the Internet. Contain policies may be used to ensure
that the resources of the client that are accessible to a virtual
machine are those resources necessary to perform the activity
intended to be performed within, e.g., a virtual machine
instantiated to open a file may only have access to resources
necessary to open, view, and edit the file.

In an embodiment, the containment policy may specify
what portion of the network that is available or exposed to
code executing within a virtual machine. For example, the
containment policy may specify that code executing within a
particular virtual machine may access no network resources,
all network resources, or a subset of the network resources.
Thus, a containment policy may specify that code executing
within a virtual machine may access a first set of network
resources and may not access a second set of network
resources. Embodiments may specify what particular net-
work resources are available to a virtual machine using any
level of granularity, e.g., only certain types of network
resources may be exposed, only certain properties of network
resources may be exposed, or only certain portions of the
network may be exposed.

In an embodiment, enterprise applications may be grouped
into collections. Groupings may be based on a variety of
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factors, such as job functions or business unit, for example.
Each grouping of applications may be executed within a
single virtual machine according to an embodiment.

To illustrate the interaction between the containment
policy and client resources, the containment policy of an
embodiment identifies each client resource accessible to a
virtual machine. For example, a containment policy may
specify whether code executing in the particular virtual
machine can perform one or more of the following actions:
access a USB port on the client, perform a copy operation or
a paste operation, access a network to which the client is
connected, access a GPS device of the client, location infor-
mation for the client, or tilt information for the client, access
a printer or facsimile machine to which the client is con-
nected, and access a digital camera or screen data for the
client. Note that these exemplary actions are not meant to
provide an exhaustive list, as a containment policy may be
used to specify, with particular specificity, which client and
network resources may be accessed by code executing within
a virtual machine. In this way, if a new client resource
becomes available, such as fingerprint scanning device, the
containment policy may be updated to reflect the new client
resource available to the client.

In an embodiment involving the receipt of executable code
at a client, the containment policy may specify that the
executable code is denied access to a user file without first
obtaining a user’s permission to allow the executable code to
access the user file. In this way, virtual machines may be
configured to allows request permission each time executable
code therein access a user file, thereby allowing the user to be
informed of the intentions of the executing code and presum-
ably prevent unauthorized access to the user’s own files. Such
a permission scheme might be implemented naturally as part
of the normal user work flow of picking a file to open by
running the permission code in a clean protected VM separate
from the VM running the untrusted code which is making the
request.

To illustrate the interaction between the containment
policy and network resources, the containment policy of an
embodiment identifies whether code executing in a particular
virtual machine can one or more networks accessible to the
client. As another example, the containment policy of an
embodiment identifies which, if any, objects stored over a
network the virtual machine can access. For example, a vir-
tual machine may be restricted to access a specified set of
objects or files on a particular server or a particular set of web
pages.

In an embodiment, the containment policy may consider
any number of factors, including but not limited an identity of
the user of the client, a set of properties of the digital content,
a physical location of the client, the current time, a holiday
schedule, and a set of administrator-specified policy rules. In
this way, the containment policy may assign a virtual machine
having more restrictions than usual to receive digital content
when the digital content is deemed more likely to contain
malicious code. For example, it may be deemed likely that
digital content contains malicious code when it is received by
the client outside of normal business hours, over a holiday, at
a time when the client is outside of the user’s home or work
office, or when the digital content has certain suspicious
properties. In this way, the containment policy may assign
suspicious digital content to be received in a virtual machine
having additional restrictions appropriate for such suspicious
digital content.

These examples of how a containment policy may operate
and merely illustrative of some examples and are not intended
to be an exhaustive list, as actual implementations of a con-
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tainment policy will be configured based upon the particular
needs and concerns of the end user. The persistence policy of
certain embodiments will now be presented in greater detail.

Persistence Policy

In an embodiment, the persistence policy identifies
whether data stored in a particular virtual machine is persis-
tently stored. The policy grapples with the issue of whether or
not to save state created by untrusted code and if so, whether
the state should be stored in an isolated manner or merged
back into the main file system of the computer. On one hand,
to provide a convenient user experience, it may be helpful to
persistently store cookies for a web site. On the other hand, it
would not be desirable to persistent malicious code, such as a
key logger, that was inadvertently introduced into a virtual
machine by malware downloaded into and run in the affected
virtual machine.

The persistence policy, hand in hand with the placement
policy, should be designed to ensure that any potentially
malicious code is not persistently stored, or in the alternative,
persistently stored in an isolated way. This way, if malicious
code, such as a key logger, is persistently stored, and in any
future invocation (execution or interpretation), it is invoked
(executed) in the context of a possibly new virtual machine
instance separate from any other code, thereby nullifying the
risk presented thereby.

To illustrate an illustrative persistence policy, in an
embodiment only cookies and cache files are persistently
stored in a virtual machine in which a web browser executes.
Further, the cookies and cache files associated with a particu-
lar web site are only inserted to a virtual machine that is
intended to execute a web browser displaying that web site.
Thus, cookies and a cache file associated with site A would
notbe inserted into a virtual machine instantiated to runa web
browser to display web site B, but would be inserted into a
virtual machine instantiated to run a web browser to display
web site A.

The above discussion of a persistence policy is exemplary
of certain embodiments and is not intended to describe all
implementations of a persistence policy, as a persistence
policy will be configured based upon the particular needs and
concerns of the end user.

Unified Display

Even though there may be a plurality of virtual machines
executing at the client, this complexity need not be exposed to
the end user of the client. Thus, the end user should be pre-
sented visual content generated from each virtual machine
executing on the client in a unified manner to present a single,
cohesive presentation to the end user of the client. The pre-
sentation of the content should be seamless and close to native
as possible.

For example, the end user of the client should interact with
a web browser that looks like a known web browser, even
though the web browser, at the back end, is implemented
using a plurality of virtual machines to execute copies of the
web browser and different web pages corresponding to each
tab of the web browser.

Seamless Management of Untrusted Data Using
Virtual Machines

As previously explained above, data may contain mali-
cious code which can be used to compromise a system. Thus,
computer systems of an embodiment handle data of unknown
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integrity with care to ensure the security and privacy of a
computer. Embodiments employ approaches for identifying
data which is deemed “untrustworthy.” As an example, data
which is retrieved by the computer system from an external
network may be considered untrusted data.

Once data enters into a computer system, the data may
interact with processes of the system. For example, untrusted
data may interact with different types of mime-type handlers,
the user, and/or a search indexer. Embodiments of the inven-
tion strive to allow the user to use the untrusted data, while
still ensuring the untrusted data is as contained as possible to
combat any malicious code contained therein. Containing the
untrusted data would be trivial if the user was prevented from
using any untrusted data; however, such an approach would
frustrate the user by preventing many common use cases of
the computer system. Advantageously, embodiments provide
auser experience that is as native as possible to allow the user
to have meaningful interaction with untrusted data, but in a
safe manner that limits the exposure of client resources to the
untrusted data.

When an action is requested to be performed on untrusted
data, embodiments may handle the request based on the per-
ceived intent of the user and the amount of risk presented by
the requested action. Naturally, a requested action may sim-
ply be granted or denied. However, embodiments also allow
for the action to be performed in a restricted manner. In such
acase, the user may be completely unaware that the requested
action was performed in a restricted manner, since the details
on how the action was performed by the computer system
were not exposed to the user.

To illustrate a concrete example, assume that a user wishes
to view a text document that was retrieved over the Internet.
Embodiments of the invention may consider the text docu-
ment retrieved from the Internet as untrusted data. When the
user clicks on a displayed icon representing the text docu-
ment, the user’s click causes a request to view the text docu-
ment to be generated. This request may be redirected by
embodiments of the invention so that the request is processed
within a different virtual machine from which the request
originated. The virtual machine in which this request is pro-
cessed may have no access to any network, such as the Inter-
net or any corporate network, as well as have no access to any
file system. In this way, the request to view the text document
may be safely processed in an environment which prevents
any malicious code, embedded within the text document,
from gaining access to the file system or communicating
outside of the computer system. The user need not have any
idea that the request to view the text document was redirected
to adifferent virtual machine. From the user’s perspective, the
request to view the text document was seamlessly processed
as expected.

FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating the high level functional
steps of managing untrusted data according to an embodi-
ment of the invention. As shown in FIG. 5, initially, in step
510, a policy is applied to identity untrusted data. In an
embodiment, step 510 may be performed by cognitive assist
module 236 applying a policy stored in policy data 239.
Thereafter, in step 520, a policy is applied to determine how
to process an action directed against untrusted data. Note that
any amount of time may pass between the performance of
step 510 and step 520. Each of the steps of FIG. 5 shall be
discussed below in further detail.

Untrusted Data

In step 510, a policy is applied to identify untrusted data. In
an embodiment, step 510 may be performed by cognitive
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assist module 236 applying a policy stored in policy data 239.
However, other embodiments may store policy data describ-
ing one or more policies for identifying untrusted data in
locations other than VMO 230. Also, in other embodiments,
one or more different functional components, other than cog-
nitive assist module 236, may identify untrusted data in step
510.

Untrusted data shall chiefly be discussed herein in terms of
being embodied as files which reside on a storage medium,
such as a hard-disk drive. Untrusted data, at a high level, is any
data, such as afile, which has not previously been identified as
being trusted. Different embodiments or implementations
may define what constitutes untrusted data differently. For
example, untrusted data may include any data which origi-
nates outside of a computer system or a trusted domain, such
as a corporate network. Untrusted data may be introduced
into a computer system a variety of different ways, such as
through a DVD, a FireWire cable, a network, a USB port, to
name but a few examples.

Alternately or additionally, any data that is created by a
program that has been deemed untrustworthy may also be
considered untrustworthy. A list of untrustworthy programs
may be maintained by embodiments, and any data created by
any untrustworthy program on the list will be considered
untrustworthy. Similarly, a list of trustworthy programs may
be maintained by embodiments, and any data created by a
program not on the list of trustworthy programs may be
deemed untrustworthy.

Untrusted data may be identified by virtue of the data being
created in a specific location, such as a particular folder of a
file directory. For example, files created within a network
folder in which multiple entities (potentially unknown enti-
ties) have write access may be risky to consume, and so any
file written to or saved in such a location may be deemed
untrustworthy. In certain embodiments, any data that is writ-
ten by a process having access to the Internet or other specific
resources may be considered untrusted data. Any data that is
accessed by a particular type of program may also be deemed
untrusted data.

An executable file may be deemed untrustworthy based on
its behavior. For example, if the executable file opens a con-
nection to the Internet and communicates with untrusted data
oran untrusted network, then the executable file or action may
be deemed untrustworthy and subsequently any data written
by the executable file is deemed untrusted. Thus, embodi-
ments may maintain a list of unacceptable behavior for
executable files, and if an executable file behaves in an unac-
ceptable manner, then the executable file will be deemed
untrustworthy.

In an embodiment, upon determining that an action is
untrustworthy, a responsive action may be performed. To
illustrate, embodiments may deny access to a file is the
request is considered untrustworthy. Also, characteristics
about any action deemed untrustworthy may be described in
an entry that is added to an audit log to facilitate future
analysis. In an embodiment, if an action is deemed untrust-
worthy, then an alert to an authority (such as an authentication
server, cognitive assist module 236, or other such entity
responsible for authentication and/or determining permission
levels) may be issued to request permission to access the file.

In an embodiment, if a process reads or otherwise con-
sumes any untrusted data, then the process itself becomes
untrusted. Moreover, any data written by the untrusted pro-
cess would also be deemed untrusted data. To illustrate a
concrete example, assume that a particular “.docx” file is
deemed untrustworthy. In an embodiment, if an instance of
Microsoft Word is used to open the untrustworthy “.docx”
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file, then the instance of Microsoft Word, as well as any
documents written by the instance, will be deemed untrust-
worthy.

Any data that would otherwise be considered untrusted
may be considered trustworthy if the data is signed by an
appropriate authority, such as an I'T administrator or the like.

The approaches described above may be combined in any
manner and in an arbitrarily complex fashion. Thus, embodi-
ments may employ any number of approaches for identifying
untrusted data. Certain embodiments may employ policies
that consider one or more factors in identifying untrusted
data, and each factor in such a policy may be, but need not be,
given a different weight.

Ensuring Untrusted Data is Properly Identified

In certain embodiments, data identified as untrusted data in
step 510 may be associated with a record (hereinafter an
“untrustworthy record”) to label the data as untrusted data.
This label may be used to ensure that the data remains iden-
tifiable as untrusted, regardless of whether the untrusted data
is renamed, copied, compressed, uncompressed, decomposed
into smaller portions, comprised within a larger entity, etc.

For example, assume that a zip file is deemed untrustwor-
thy. Embodiments of the invention may associate an untrust-
worthy record with the zip file. If the untrusted zip file is
unzipped, then the contents of the zip file should also be
deemed untrustworthy. Therefore, the uncompressed con-
tents of the zip file will also be associated with an untrust-
worthy record. Similarly, renaming the untrusted zip file
would not disassociate the untrustworthy record from the
untrusted zip file.

As untrusted data may contain potentially malicious code,
any process which consumes untrusted data subsequently
should be considered untrusted as well, since it may have
been corrupted. Thus, embodiments of the invention follow a
“transitive law of untrustworthiness” by assuming that any
process that reads, consumes, or uses untrusted data becomes
itself untrusted. The untrusted process would then be associ-
ated with an untrustworthy record. Moreover, any data writ-
ten by an untrusted process is considered to be untrusted data,
and thus, would be associated with an untrustworthy record.

To illustrate an example of this, assume that a text docu-
ment has been deemed untrustworthy and thus, is associated
with an untrustworthy record. If an instance of a Microsoft
Word application reads the untrustworthy text document,
then an embodiment will associate that instance of the
Microsoft Word application with an untrustworthy record to
identify that instance as being untrustworthy. If the untrusted
instance of the Microsoft Word application subsequently
saves another document, then that new document would be
considered an untrusted file and be associated with an untrust-
worthy record.

In an embodiment, each untrustworthy record may contain
metadata about the circumstances which lead the associated
data to being labeled untrustworthy. For example, an untrust-
worthy record may identify how the data entered into the
computer system. In this way, embodiments of the invention
may examine untrustworthy records to extract certain meta-
data that may be used in determining how to handle the
untrusted data. For example, embodiments of the invention
described below may employ policies which handle untrusted
data different based on how the untrusted data entered the
computer system. In this way, untrusted data that enters into a
computer system via a perceived lower risk route (such as via
a CD or DVD) may be handled in a different manner than
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untrusted data that enters into the computer system via a
perceived higher risk route (such as via the Internet).

As aresult of maintaining untrustworthy records for a set of
files in a file system, the file system essentially contains two
classes of files, namely trusted files (i.e., those files which
lack an associated untrustworthy record) and untrusted files
(i.e., those files having an associated untrustworthy record.

Performing Requested Actions on Untrusted Data

In step 520 of FIG. 5, a policy is applied to determine how
to process an action directed against untrusted data or
requested by an untrusted entity. In an embodiment, step 520
may be performed by cognitive assist module 236 applying a
policy stored in policy data 239. However, other embodi-
ments may store policy data describing one or more policies
for determine how to process an action directed against
untrusted data in locations other than VMO0 230. Also, in other
embodiments, one or more different functional components,
other than cognitive assist module 236, may determine how to
process an action directed against untrusted data or involving
an untrusted requestor in step 520.

In an embodiment, whenever an action is performed is
requested to be performed against untrusted data or involving
an untrusted requestor, the request is communicated to cog-
nitive assist module 236 so that cognitive assist module 236
may apply a policy to determine whether the request should
be granted with full access, denied (which may be embodied
as a permission error or an encryption error), or granted with
limited access. The policy may consider any number of fac-
tors, such as factors concerning the identity of the entity
requesting the performance ofthe action, the manner in which
the requesting entity gaining access to the untrusted data,
and/or the nature of the requested action.

As aresult of applying the policy in step 520, if the request
to perform the action is not granted with full access or denied,
then it may be granted with limited access. One example of
limited access which may be granted is that the requesting
entity may be given read access to a portion, but not all, of the
untrusted data. For example, the requesting entity may be
given read access to only the header of a file but not the
complete file itself or may be given read access to a specified
number of bytes or blocks of the file.

Another example of granting the request with limited
access is allowing the requested action to be performed on the
untrusted data, but the action is performed within a different
virtual machine from which the request arose. The different
virtual machine in which the action is performed may be a
pre-existing virtual machine (i.e., a virtual machine that is
already instantiated) or a virtual machine that will be instan-
tiated for purposes of performing the action.

To illustrate a concrete example with reference to FIG. 2,
assume that a request to perform open an untrusted text docu-
ment was issued in LVM 240. This request may be redirected
to cognitive assist module 236. The request may be denied to
be performed within LVM 240 by cognitive assist module
236, but cognitive assist module 236 may seamlessly migrate
the performance of the request to UCVM 266. Thus, the read
operation on the untrusted text document will fail in LVM
240, but will be performed in UCVM 266 in a manner trans-
parent to the user. UCVM 266 may be configured such that
the request may be performed safely therein, e.g., UCVM 266
may have no access to a network or to file system 242. From
the user’s perspective, the user was able to do what the user
wanted to do (i.e., read the text document), but from a system
perspective, the untrusted text document was read in the
proper virtual machine to protect the resources of the system.
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Migrating the performance of an action directed against
untrusted data to a virtual machine that is configured to con-
tain any risk presented by the untrusted data advantageously
allows the user to use the untrusted data without sacrificing
the security of the computer system. For example, if an audio
file, such as an “.MP3” file, is untrusted, then the user doesn’t
care which virtual machine plays the audio file, the user just
simply wants to listen to the audio file. By migrating the
playing of the untrusted audio file to a virtual machine having
no exposure to system resources, the user may listen to the
audio file without allowing any malicious code contained
therein the opportunity to affect any lasting change in the
system.

Certain types of request may be considered as involving
untrusted data by virtue of the type of request. Thus, certain
types of requests, such as a shell open command, may be
considered as untrusted even if the request does not specify
any data. The rationale behind such a policy is that certain
types of requests can be used to cause mischief, and therefore,
should be performed in a manner to prevent unnecessary
exposure of system resources. To illustrate a concrete
example with reference to FIG. 2, assume that a request to
perform a shell open command was issued in VMO0 230. This
request may be redirected to cognitive assist module 236. The
request may be denied, but seamlessly migrated to UCVM
264 for processing. UCVM 264 may be configured such that
the request may be performed safely therein, e.g., UCVM 264
may have no access to a network or to file system 242. Thus,
the shell open command will fail in VMO0 230 but will be
performed in UCVM 264 in a manner transparent to the user.
From the user’s perspective, the user was able to do what the
user wanted to do, but from a system perspective, the shell
open command was performed in the proper virtual machine
to protect the resources of the system.

The policy itself used by cognitive assist module 236 in
making this determination may be relatively straightforward
or arbitrarily complex. For example, the policy may be based,
at least in part, upon metadata contained within the untrust-
worthy records associated with the untrusted data and may
consider any number of factors.

In an embodiment, the policy applied in step 520 may
consider whether the entity requesting the performance of the
action on the untrusted data intends to interpret the untrusted
data. In general, a certain level of limited scope of interpre-
tation may not pose an unacceptable level of risk. For
example, it may be permissible to allow certain applications
to read the header of untrusted file if the application is not
going to read the untrusted file in its entirety. Processes that
interpret a file in its entirety present more of a security con-
cern, while processes that consider a file as opaque data
present less of a concern. Thus, certain embodiments may, in
performing step 520, prevent processes that interpret data
from performing the requested action on untrusted data, but
allow processes that do not interpret data to perform the
requested action on untrusted data.

One approach for determining whether an application or
process will be interpreting untrusted data is to examine the
identity of the requesting application or process. Some appli-
cations or processes are known to treat files in an opaque
manner, such as when a process that makes a backup of a file.
Such applications or processes may be identified in a white
list comprised within policy data 239.

Also, certain mime-types may be deemed to be safe, such
as acalendar file. Such mime-types which pose little to no risk
may also be identified on a white list.

Alternately, some applications or processes are known to
interpret files, e.g., an application responsible for rendering a
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text document or digital image must interpret the file to render
it properly. Applications or processes that are known to inter-
pret data may be identified in a black list comprised within
policy data 239. In this way, a white list or a black list may be
consulted in step 520 in determining how to process the
requested action. Thus, in a certain embodiments, a white list
may be consulted in step 520 to allow certain programs/files
to execute, while denying all others. Also, certain files or
programs may be flagged so that any action performed by or
on them are performed in a separate virtual machine, such as
a UCVM or LVM, having characteristics designed to address
the security concerns posed thereby.

Another approach for determining whether an application
or process will be interpreting the untrusted data is to deter-
mine whether the requesting entity is a registered mime-type
handler for the untrusted data. If an application or process is
the registered mime-type handler for the mime-type of a file,
then it is very likely that the application or process will
interpret the file. Conversely, if an application or process is
not the registered mime-type handler for the mime-type of a
file, then it is very likely that the application or process will
not interpret the file and treat the file as opaque data.

As an illustration of this principle, consider the application
Outlook, a popular email application, available from
Microsoft Corporation. Outlook is not the registered mime-
type handler of the “.zip” mime-type. Therefore, if a user
attempts to attach a compressed file having a mime-type of
“.zip” to an email in Outlook, the Outlook application will not
attempt to interpret the “.zip” file, but instead will treat the
compressed “.zip” file as a stream of bytes and simply attach
the compressed file to the email without interpreting the file.
In this example, since Outlook will not be interpreting a
compressed “.zip” file by attaching it to an email, if a user
instructs Outlook to do so, then the policy applied in step 520
may permit such an action in recognition that the action poses
an acceptable level of risk.

Certain mime-types are handled by the operating system
itself, such as executable files. There is a concern in allowing
such executable files to execute unchecked given their poten-
tial to affect change and potential carry malicious code. In an
embodiment, if the user requests the execution of a file that is
deemed untrustworthy, then the user may be notified that the
action, and by extension the file, is untrustworthy. For
example, a dialogue box may be displayed to the user indi-
cated that the file the user just clicked on is an untrusted file.
Alternatively, information about a file being untrusted may be
displayed prior to the user clicking on the file to initiate
execution of the file, such as by displaying such information
to the user when the user does a move over operation over the
icon for the file or right clicks on the icon for the file.

Theuser may be presented with an option to execute the file
in an untrusted manner. If the user selects the option to
execute the untrusted file, the untrusted file may be executed
within a particular virtual machine, such as a UCVM, spe-
cifically tailored to prevent to contain the untrusted file. For
example, the UCVM in which the untrusted file executed may
not have any exposure to a network or a file system. For the
same reason, the UCVM in which the untrusted file is
executed may only exist during the execution of the file.
When the file is done executing, the UCVM may be de-
instantiated. As the UCVM exists only as long as necessary to
run the program, no data need be persisted as a result of
executing the file. On the other hand, if persisting changes
made by an executable file is desirable by an I'T administrator,
this may be accomplished by determining the changes made
to UCVM as a result of the execution of the program and
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subsequently storing those changes so the changes may be
injected into another virtual machine at a later date.

In an embodiment, the policy applied in step 520 may
consider how the requesting entity accessed the file. Files
may be access from different API levels. Such differing API
levels include, in decreasing proximity to the user, an
Explorer Shell Interface API level, a Win32 API level, and a
Kernel API level. In other words, a user is more likely to
initiate an action that utilizes the Explorer Shell Interface API
level. The Explorer Shell Interface API may in turn make calls
into the Win32 API level, and so on. Thus, an action initiated
by the user is more likely to access a file via the Explorer Shell
Interface API than the Kernel API, whereas a malicious
executable file is more likely to utilize the Win32 API to
discover and interact with files rather than the Explorer Shell
Interface APL

In an embodiment, an action initiated by a user is, when at
all possible, attempted to be performed to provide the user
with a user experience that behaves as expected and is close to
native as possible. However, an action that is not initiated by
a user is not afforded the same deference because such an
action is more likely to be the result of malicious code thathas
been inadvertently introduced into the computer system.

To illustrate an example, imagine a malicious program that
traverses all the files in a file system on the client, reads the
files, and extracts text from them. To prevent this hypothetical
malicious program and other such programs from succeed-
ing, embodiments of the invention prevents such programs
operating without benefit of either (a) being initiated by the
user or (b) being identified on a white list from discovering the
presence of files in the computer system. In this way, this
hypothetical malicious program would be prevented from
learning about any files stored on the disk.

Similarly, certain embodiments, in performing step 520,
may deny the existence of a file to a program if the program is
accessing the file through an API level that raises some con-
cern. For example, at the file system level, embodiments may
prevent certain kinds of access that are not the intended use
case, such as an action against a file that does not originate
from the Explorer Shell Interface API. Such an approach
would prevent an indexing or backup program from stum-
bling across a file for mischievous purposes. As a result, in an
embodiment, if the action requested to be performed in step
520 is not user initiated or is accessed from a API layer that is
prohibited, then the action is deemed untrustworthy and the
entity requesting the performance of the action on the file is
informed the file does not exist (even if the file does exist).

Note that the policy consulted in step 520 may be, but need
not be, the same policy which was consulted in step 510. In
other words, an embodiment may store (a) a first set of policy
data that describes one or more policies for identifying
untrusted data or an untrusted action and (b) a second set of
policy data that describes how to process an action involving
untrusted data or an untrusted action.

In an embodiment, all files, or any portion thereof, in a file
system that are deemed untrustworthy may be stored in an
encrypted fashion. Thus, any program that attempts to open
an untrusted file (for example, by scanning the file system)
would be unable to read the untrusted file, thereby rendering
the program safe from any malicious code contained within
the untrusted file.

Embodiments of the invention may provide mechanisms to
safely perform any operation against an untrusted file (such as
opening or editing the file) by only permitting the operation to
occur within a virtual machine, such as a UCVM. The encryp-
tion key(s) to encrypt and decrypt untrusted files may be
managed using a variety of different approaches. To illustrate,
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such key(s) may be implemented as an enterprise wide PKI
system for untrusted files (or classes of untrusted files) in an
organization or such key(s) may be system local only. Any of
the files deemed to be untrustworthy may be prevented from
being decrypted unless the files are decrypted within a virtual
machine instantiated for that purpose.

Certain embodiments may also make the un-encrypted
data of a particular file type available to certain programs
which are known to not interpret the contents of the particular
file type. For example, embodiments may allow an email
client, such as Microsoft Outlook, to read a raw untrusted file
(decrypted) in response to a user directed “attach file” opera-
tion while composing an email. This operation may be per-
mitted by an embodiment because Microsoft Outlook is not
registered as a MIME handler for the file type in questions,
and will never try to interpret the contents of the file being
attached, but would simply blindly communicate the attached
file further to the mail server.

Dynamic Adjustment of the File Format to Identify
Untrusted Files

Embodiments may use other approaches other than those
discussed above for identifying whether a file is trustworthy
or not. For example, rather than maintaining a separate trust-
worthy record for each file, a driver may centrally manage
and/or access metadata (termed “trust data” below) for use in
determining the trustworthiness of a plurality of files within a
file system. To illustrate how such an approach may operate,
consider FIG. 6, which is a flowchart illustrating the steps of
dynamically adjusting a file format to indicate the trustwor-
thiness of a file according to an embodiment of the invention.

The steps of FIG. 6 shall be explained below with reference
to FIG. 7, which is a block diagram of a system 700 according
to an embodiment. System 700 includes an application 710,
an operating system 720, a driver 730, a file system 740, and
trust data 750. Application 710 refers to a software program
that utilizes the resources of operating system 720. While
only one application 710 is shown in FIG. 7 for clarity, system
700 may contain any number of applications. Driver 730 and
trust data 750 shall each be explained in detail below with
reference to the steps of F1G. 6. File system 740 refers to a file
system maintained by operating system 720.

In step 610 of FIG. 6, operating system 720 receives a
request to perform an operation involving file 744. For
example, operating system 720 may receive a request from
application 710 to retrieve a copy of file 744. File 744 is stored
within file system 740 which is maintained by operating
system 720. For purposes of providing a concrete example,
assuming that the name and path of file 744 is C:/temp/
file.doc.

In step 620, after receiving the request of step 610, operat-
ing system 720 requests file 744 from driver 730. Note that
this step is different than traditional approaches, as in the prior
art, operating system 720 would direct a request for file 744
directly to file system 740.

The role performed by driver 730 in embodiments is to act
as a middle man between operating system 720 and file sys-
tem 740. Additionally, as shall be explained below, driver will
format file 744 in a manner that indicates to consumer of file
744, such as operating system 720 and application 710,
whether file 744 has been deemed trustworthy or not.

In step 630, upon driver 730 receiving the request of step
620 from operating system 720, driver 730 consults trust data
750 to identify whether the file has been deemed trustworthy.
Trust data 750 is data that indicates whether one or more files
in file system 740 have been deemed trustworthy or not. As
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trust data 750 should not be updatable by untrusted parties,
embodiments may prohibit trust data 750 from being updated
by untrusted processes. Consequently, in an embodiment, any
process executing in a UCVM or outside of the host operating
system cannot update trust data 750.

Trust data 750 may be stored in a variety of different
locations. Trust data 750 for a particular file may be stored
within the same folder of file system 740 as the particular file.
To illustrate an example, if the file name and path of file 744
is C:/temp/file.doc, then trust data 750 may be stored in
C:/temp/~trustdata/<file id>, where ~trustdata is a folder that
stores the file identifiers (or “file ids”) of all files within the
C:/temp folder that are deemed untrustworthy. Driver 730
consults trust data 750 to determine if the file id of file 744 is
present within. If trust data 750 does contain the file id of file
744, then driver 730 may determine that file 744 is untrust-
worthy. While embodiments of the invention shall be chiefly
described herein as using trust data 750 to identify files that
have been deemed untrustworthy, naturally, other embodi-
ments of the invention may employ trust data 750 that con-
tains file ids of files that have been deemed trustworthy.
Additionally, those in the art shall appreciate that trust data
750 may identify a file using other mechanisms than a file
identifier (for example a hash of'the file may be used), and so
trust data 750 may employ a variety of different mechanisms
for identitying files.

In another embodiment, trust data 750 for all files stored in
file system 740 may be stored in a single location, such as a
database, central repository, and the like. In such an embodi-
ment, driver 730 may access a single set of trust data 750 for
any file stored within file system 740.

Numerous policies were discussed above with reference to
FIG. 5 for determining whether a file should be deemed
trustworthy or not. The determination of whether a particular
file should be deemed trustworthy may be based on these
policies. Embodiments of the invention may employ a variety
of different policies of varying complexity in determining
whether a file should be deemed trustworthy.

In step 640, upon driver 730 determining that file 744 has
been deemed trustworthy by consulting trust data 750, driver
730 provides file 744 to operating system 720 in a trusted
format. The trusted format indicates to a consumer of file 744
that file 744 may be trusted.

The trusted format may correspond to a naming convention
that is identical to how the file is natively stored in file system
740. In other words, the trusted format is an unaltered form of
the name of file 744, including the file extension. To illustrate
aconcrete example, if the name of file 744 is file.doc, then the
trusted format of an embodiment may be file.doc.

In step 650, upon driver 730 determining that file 744 has
not been deemed trustworthy by consulting trust data 750,
driver 730 provides file 744 to operating system 720 in an
untrusted format that is different than the trusted format. The
untrusted format indicates to a consumer of file 744 that file
744 has not been deemed trustworthy.

The untrusted format may correspond to a naming conven-
tion that is different than how the file is natively stored in file
system 740. For example, the untrusted format may corre-
spond to a different or additional file extension appended to
the file. To illustrate a concrete example, if the name of file
744 is file.doc, then the untrusted format of an embodiment
may be file.doc.untrusted. Thus, in an embodiment, when
driver 730 provides any untrustworthy file to operating sys-
tem 720, driver 730 may append the file extension
“untrusted” to the end of the file. Naturally, the addition of
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“.untrusted” to the name of file.doc in this example is merely
illustrative of one embodiment, as any suffix or file extension
to file 744 may be used.

The untrusted format is not limited to adding an additional
file extension to a file, as other formats may be used to identify
files that have not been deemed trustworthy. For example, the
name of the file may be altered to identify the file is untrust-
worthy. For example, if the name of file 744 is file.doc, then
the untrusted format of an embodiment may be “abcde_file-
.doc,” where the presence of the label “abcde” in the name of
the file signifies to a consumer of the file that the file is
untrustworthy. Any alteration or addition to the name of a file
(including its file extension) may be used as an untrusted
format by an embodiment, so long as the format does not
cause the file to be incorrectly interpreted.

Advantageously, consumers of file 744, for example appli-
cation 710, receive file 744 in a format which is easy for the
consumer to act upon the file in a manner based on the trust-
worthiness of file 744. By way of background, many appli-
cations, such as a web browser, are readily equipped to pro-
cess a file differently based upon the file extension of the file.
Thus, by configuring the file extension of a file to indicate the
files’ trustworthiness, applications and other consumers of
the file inherently possess the necessary tools to discover
whether the file is deemed trustworthy or not and act accord-
ingly.

Beneficially, files are maintained within file system 740 in
a single format, even though files may be provided to operat-
ing system 720 in different formats by driver 730 based upon
the trustworthiness of those files. Storing files within a single
format within file system 740 reduces the complexity of the
file structure of file system 740 and allows for driver 730 to be
integrated with a variety of different back end storage systems
and/or file systems.

When a move operation, copy operation, or rename opera-
tion is performed upon file 744 in file system 740, trust data
750 identifies that same state of trustworthiness for file, and
the copy of file 744 if a copy operation was performed on file
744, after the operation as identified for file 744 before the
operation. In this way, operations performed upon files will
maintain a consistent state of trustworthiness for the files.

In an embodiment, portions or sections of file system 740
may be identified as being untrustworthy or trustworthy. For
example, a folder in file system 740 may be identified as being
trusted or untrusted. Any files stored within these portions
would inherent the properties of that portion. For example, if
a file is stored within an untrusted file, then the file itself
would be untrusted, even if the file was previously deemed
trustworthy.

Hardware Mechanisms

FIG. 8 is ablock diagram that illustrates a computer system
800 upon which an embodiment of the invention may be
implemented. In an embodiment, computer system 800
includes processor 804, main memory 806, ROM 808, stor-
age device 810, and communication interface 818. Computer
system 800 includes at least one processor 804 for processing
information. Computer system 800 also includes a main
memory 806, such as a random access memory (RAM) or
other dynamic storage device, for storing information and
instructions to be executed by processor 804. Main memory
806 also may be used for storing temporary variables or other
intermediate information during execution of instructions to
be executed by processor 804. Computer system 800 further
includes a read only memory (ROM) 808 or other static
storage device for storing static information and instructions
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for processor 804. A storage device 810, such as a magnetic
disk or optical disk, is provided for storing information and
instructions.

Computer system 800 may be coupled to a display 812,
such as a cathode ray tube (CRT), a LCD monitor, and a
television set, for displaying information to a user. An input
device 814, including alphanumeric and other keys, is
coupled to computer system 800 for communicating infor-
mation and command selections to processor 804. Other non-
limiting, illustrative examples of input device 814 include a
mouse, a trackball, or cursor direction keys for communicat-
ing direction information and command selections to proces-
sor 804 and for controlling cursor movement on display 812.
While only one input device 814 is depicted in FIG. 8,
embodiments of the invention may include any number of
input devices 814 coupled to computer system 800.

Embodiments of the invention are related to the use of
computer system 800 for implementing the techniques
described herein. According to one embodiment of the inven-
tion, those techniques are performed by computer system 800
in response to processor 804 executing one or more sequences
of one or more instructions contained in main memory 806.
Such instructions may be read into main memory 806 from
another machine-readable medium, such as storage device
810. Execution of the sequences of instructions contained in
main memory 806 causes processor 804 to perform the pro-
cess steps described herein. In alternative embodiments,
hard-wired circuitry may be used in place of or in combina-
tion with software instructions to implement embodiments of
the invention. Thus, embodiments of the invention are not
limited to any specific combination of hardware circuitry and
software.

The term “machine-readable storage medium” as used
herein refers to any tangible medium that participates in stor-
ing instructions which may be provided to processor 804 for
execution. Such a medium may take many forms, including
but not limited to, non-volatile media and volatile media.
Non-volatile media includes, for example, optical or mag-
netic disks, such as storage device 810. Volatile media
includes dynamic memory, such as main memory 806.

Non-limiting, illustrative examples of machine-readable
media include, for example, a floppy disk, a flexible disk, hard
disk, magnetic tape, or any other magnetic medium, a CD-
ROM, any other optical medium, a RAM, a PROM, and
EPROM, a FLASH-EPROM, any other memory chip or car-
tridge, or any other medium from which a computer can read.

Various forms of machine readable media may be involved
in carrying one or more sequences of one or more instructions
to processor 804 for execution. For example, the instructions
may initially be carried on a magnetic disk of a remote com-
puter. The remote computer can load the instructions into its
dynamic memory and send the instructions over a network
link 820 to computer system 800.

Communication interface 818 provides a two-way data
communication coupling to a network link 820 that is con-
nected to a local network. For example, communication inter-
face 818 may be an integrated services digital network
(ISDN) card or a modem to provide a data communication
connection to a corresponding type of telephone line. As
another example, communication interface 818 may be a
local area network (LAN) card to provide a data communi-
cation connection to a compatible LAN. Wireless links may
also be implemented. In any such implementation, commu-
nication interface 818 sends and receives electrical, electro-
magnetic or optical signals that carry digital data streams
representing various types of information.
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Network link 820 typically provides data communication
through one or more networks to other data devices. For
example, network link 820 may provide a connection through
a local network to a host computer or to data equipment
operated by an Internet Service Provider (ISP).

Computer system 800 can send messages and receive data,
including program code, through the network(s), network
link 820 and communication interface 818. For example, a
server might transmit a requested code for an application
program through the Internet, a local ISP, a local network,
subsequently to communication interface 818. The received
code may be executed by processor 804 as it is received,
and/or stored in storage device 810, or other non-volatile
storage for later execution.

In the foregoing specification, embodiments of the inven-
tion have been described with reference to numerous specific
details that may vary from implementation to implementa-
tion. Thus, the sole and exclusive indicator of what is the
invention, and is intended by the applicants to be the inven-
tion, is the set of claims that issue from this application, in the
specific form in which such claims issue, including any sub-
sequent correction. Any definitions expressly set forth herein
for terms contained in such claims shall govern the meaning
of such terms as used in the claims. Hence, no limitation,
element, property, feature, advantage or attribute that is not
expressly recited in a claim should limit the scope of such
claim in any way. The specification and drawings are, accord-
ingly, to be regarded in an illustrative rather than a restrictive
sense.

What is claimed is:

1. A non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
that stores one or more sequences of instructions, which when
executed by one or more processors, causes:

informing an operating system as to whether one or more

files have been deemed trustworthy by performing:

in response to an operating system receiving a request to
perform an operation involving a file that is stored
within a file system maintained by the operating sys-
tem, the operating system requesting the file from a
driver;

upon the driver being requested by the operating system,
the driver consulting a set of trust data to identify
whether the file has been deemed trustworthy;

upon the driver determining that the file has been
deemed trustworthy by consulting the trust data, the
driver providing the file to the operating system in a
first format; and

upon the driver determining that the file has not been
deemed trustworthy by consulting the trust data, the
driver providing the file to the operating system in a
second format that is different than the first format,

wherein the file is stored in a single format in the file
system.

2. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 1, wherein the single format is said first format.

3. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 1, wherein the second format is a different name of
the file than the first format.

4. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 1, wherein the second format is a different or addi-
tional file extension for the file than present in the first format.

5. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 1, wherein the trust data is stored within the same
folder of the file system as the file.

6. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 1, wherein all trust data associated with files stored in
the file system is stored in a single location.
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7. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of'claim 1, wherein the operation is a move operation, a copy
operation, or a rename operation, and wherein the trust data
identifies the same state of trustworthiness for the file, and any
copy thereof, after the performance of the operation as the
trust data did before the performance of the operation.

8. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 1, wherein the operating system is a host operating
system that executes on a computer system, and wherein the
trust data is updatable by the host operating system but not
any virtual machines that are instantiated on the computer
system.

9. An apparatus, comprising:

one or more processors; and

one or more non-transitory computer-readable storage

mediums storing one or more sequences of instructions,
which when executed, causes:
informing an operating system as to whether one or
more files have been deemed trustworthy by perform-
ing:
in response to an operating system receiving a request
to perform an operation involving a file that is
stored within a file system maintained by the oper-
ating system, the operating system requesting the
file from a driver;
upon the driver being requested by the operating sys-
tem, the driver consulting a set of trust data to
identify whether the file has been deemed trustwor-
thy;
upon the driver determining that the file has been
deemed trustworthy by consulting the trust data,
the driver providing the file to the operating system
in a first format; and
upon the driver determining that the file has not been
deemed trustworthy by consulting the trust data,
the driver providing the file to the operating system
in a second format that is different than the first
format,
wherein the file is stored in a single format in the file
system.

10. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the single format is
said first format.

11. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the second format is
a different name of the file than the first format.

12. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the second format is
a different or additional file extension for the file than present
in the first format.

13. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the trust data is
stored within the same folder of the file system as the file.

14. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein all trust data asso-
ciated with files stored in the file system is stored in a single
location.

15. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the operation is a
move operation, a copy operation, or a rename operation, and
wherein the trust data identifies the same state of trustworthi-
ness for the file, and any copy thereof, after the performance
of'the operation as the trust data did before the performance of
the operation.

16. The apparatus of claim 9, wherein the operating system
is ahost operating system that executes on a computer system,
and wherein the trust data is updatable by the host operating
system but not any virtual machines that are instantiated on
the computer system.

17. A method, comprising:

informing an operating system as to whether one or more

files have been deemed trustworthy by performing:
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in response to an operating system receiving a request to
perform an operation involving a file that is stored
within a file system maintained by the operating sys-
tem, the operating system requesting the file from a
driver; 5

upon the driver being requested by the operating system,
the driver consulting a set of trust data to identify
whether the file has been deemed trustworthy;

upon the driver determining that the file has been
deemed trustworthy by consulting the trust data, the 10
driver providing the file to the operating system in a
first format; and

upon the driver determining that the file has not been
deemed trustworthy by consulting the trust data, the
driver providing the file to the operating system in a 15
second format that is different than the first format,

wherein the file is stored in a single format in the file
system.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein the single format is
said first format. 20
19. The method of claim 17, wherein the second format is
(a) a different name of the file than the first format or (b) a
different or additional file extension for the file than present in

the first format.

20. The method of claim 17, wherein the operating system 25
is ahost operating system that executes on a computer system,
and wherein the trust data is updatable by the host operating
system but not any virtual machines that are instantiated on
the computer system.
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